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HELEN HUNT WEST:
FLORIDA’S PIONEER FOR ERA
by J AMES R. M C GOVERN *
F
’ postion on the Equal Rights Amendment is
S considered
critical in the interim remaining before the time
INCE

LORIDA S

limit for the amendment expires in 1979, it would seem particularly relevant to examine the historical roots of ERA in
Florida. 1 To do so is to unfurl the purple, gold, and white banner
*

Mr. McGovern is professor of history at the University of West Florida.

1. Historians are just beginning to examine the general subject of women
in twentieth-century Florida. Three articles primarily concerned with
women have been published in the Florida Historical Quarterly during
the last five years: Bernadette K. Loftin, “A Woman Liberated, Lillian
C. West, Editor,” LII (April 1974), 396-410; James R. McGovern, “ ‘Sporting Life on the Line’: Prostitution in Progressive Era Pensacola,” LIV
(October 1975), 131-44; and Linda D. Vance, “May Mann Jennings and
Royal Palm State Park,” LV (July 1976), 1-17. Professional historians
have yet to publish a significant interpretive study of women in Florida,
although Kenneth R. Johnson’s “The Woman Suffrage Movement in
Florida” (Ph.D. dissertation, Florida State University, 1966) is very useful. Excellent materials for a broad study exist, however, within and
outside the state. The papers of May Mann Jennings are in the P. K.
Yonge Library of Florida History, University of Florida. Mrs. Jennings
was active in politics and conservation. The University of Florida is the
repository for the papers and correspondence of Marjorie Kinnan
Rawlings, the noted novelist; Margaret Drier Robins, a social activist;
and Zora Neale Hurston, black author and folklorist. The bulk of Mary
McLeod Bethune’s papers and correspondence are at Bethune-Cookman
College, Daytona Beach. Records and papers of the Florida League of
Women Voters (1920-1945), with some interruptions, are in the manuscript division of the Library of Congress. Records of the Florida
branch of the Commission on Interracial Cooperation and the Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching are in the
Negro Collection, Atlanta University. Information on the National
Woman’s party in Florida is available at the headquarters of the organization in Washington, D. C. Two good collections relating to Florida
women are in the Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe College: the papers of
Helen Hunt West and Maxine Elbridge Baker. Useful information on
social reform activities of Florida women is found in the Eartha White
materials at the University of North Florida. Reports of women’s
auxiliaries of churches and synagogues and records of the Community
Chest and Red Feather organizations are scattered throughout the state.
Abundant materials on a wide variety of activities of Florida’s women are
available in the archives of the Florida Federation of Women’s Clubs,
Lakeland, and in its magazine, The Florida Bulletin and Clubwoman,
at the P. K. Yonge Library of Florida History (September 1922 to the
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of the National Woman’s Party (NWP), the only organization
which proposed ERA nationally in 1923 and which alone effectively propagandized on its behalf until the 1960s, and to focus
on the activities of one of its key members, Helen Hunt West of
Jacksonville.
The NWP was a lineal descendent of the radical suffrage organization, the Congressional Union, founded in 1913. 2 The Congressional Union alienated the more conservative National American Woman Suffrage Association led by Carrie C. Catt by its
militancy. It had even picketed the White House, which resulted
in the imprisonment of party leaders, including Alice Paul. Miss
Paul had been greatly influenced by the militant tactics of the
Pankhursts in England and invested the American suffrage movement with similar zeal. Her tactics called for direct discussion
between members of her organization and candidates for public
office in recalcitrant states. NWP officials warned legislators that
those who opposed suffrage would feel the wrath of disappointed
women at the polls, directly where they could vote, or indirectly
through men who sympathized with their position in states where
woman’s suffrage was denied. By publicity and pressure of this
type, the NWP helped bring about the rapid success of the
suffrage movement after 1913. 3
Helen Hunt West, who had been described as “a very pretty
little thing with bright brown eyes,” became a leading member of
the National Women’s party in Florida in 1917. 4 She was a
present). Sources relating to Florida women are also dispersed through
local and county historical societies and archives of the state’s universities and colleges. Noteworthy among them are the papers of Ivy Julia
Stranahan, a devotee of Seminole Indian culture, in the Fort Lauderdale Historical Society. Anne F. Scott makes only casual references to
Florida in her article, “After Suffrage: Southern Women in the Twenties,”
Journal of Southern History, XXX (August 1964), 298-318. This author
wishes to declare his indebtedness to James M. Olsen, associate professor
at Jacksonville University, for permitting him use of the paper, “Helen
Hunt West: Jacksonville Feminist,” which Professor Olsen delivered
before the Conference on Jacksonville History, February 24, 1978.
2. The best book on the tactics and activities of women’s groups working
for suffrage is J. Stanley Lemons, The Woman Citizen (Urbana, 1973).
3. Sidney Roderick Bland, “Techniques of Persuasion: The National
Woman’s Party and Suffrage” (Ph.D. dissertation, George Washington
University, 1972).
4. For a biography of Helen Hunt West, see her papers, Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe College, folder no. 1. Mrs. West was born in Oakland,
Florida, February 10, 1892, and was raised in Orange County. She attended Stetson Academy and received her college degree from Florida
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member of the editorial staff of the Jacksonville Florida TimesUnion and a self-trained lawyer who had been admitted to the
Florida bar. 5 Alice Paul, whose speech in Jacksonville in May
1917, had influenced Miss Hunt to join the NWP, later observed: “We got one of the best members we ever had in the
whole Woman’s Party history, Helen West . . . never faltered
She dedicated her life to this [ERA] campaign . . . she was a born
feminist.“ 6
Ms. Hunt was a member of the intrepid NWP group which
had demonstrated in front of the White House. 7 When Alice
Paul realized Helen’s superb organizing talents, she asked her to
try to change the anti-suffrage positions of Florida Senators Duncan Fletcher and Park Trammell and to assess attitudes toward
suffrage in the Florida legislature. Paul wanted to know whether
Florida might possibly ratify the suffrage amendment even though
other key states failed to provide support. 8 Hunt secured signatures on a petition for suffrage from thirty-eight members of
the House and from seventeen senators. 9 She reportedly declared
later that if Tennessee had not cast the decisive vote for the
nineteenth amendment, Florida would have done so. 10
The effort to get Florida legislative support failed, but it did

5.
6.

7.
8.
9.
10.

State College for Women in 1933. She joined the staff of the Jacksonville
Florida Times-Union in 1913 and was admitted to the Florida bar four
years later. She helped found the Jacksonville chapter of the Panhellenic
Society in 1914. See Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, January 27,
1964. Helen Hunt West served as chairman, Florida State Branch of the
National Woman’s party, 1917-1920. See National Woman’s Party Headquarters, Washington, D. C.) There were thirty-five members in the
Florida branch in 1917 and 160 in 1920. See National Woman’s Party
Papers, 1913-1972, membership lists, 1917-1920.
Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, January 27, May 31, 1964.
“Conversations with Alice Paul:Woman Suffrage and the Equal Rights
Amendment,” Suffragist Oral History Project, Regional Oral History
Office, Bancroft Library, University of California at Berkeley, 131. For
Alice Paul’s appearance in Jacksonville, see Johnson, “Woman Suffrage
Movement in Florida,” 29.
The Suffragist (n.d.), in the papers of Helen Hunt West, Schlesinger Library, folder no. 6.
Eunice Wood to Helen Hunt, July 13, 1920, ibid. For the efforts of Helen
Hunt to influence Senator Duncan Fletcher, see The Suffragist, June 18,
1918.
Petition and signatures are in the papers of Helen Hunt West, Schlesinger
Library, folder no. 6.
Tampa Tribune, April 7, 1920, ibid. The best discussion of the woman
suffrage amendment in the Florida legislature is found in Kenneth R.
Johnson, “Florida Women Get the Vote,” Florida Historical Quarterly,
XLVIII (January 1970), 303-05. See Wayne Flynt, Cracker Messiah: Governor Sidney J. Catts of Florida (Baton Rouge, 1977), 240-41.
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not deter Helen West from becoming the first Duval County
woman to register to vote on August 19, 1920. She told an inquiring newspaper reporter: “of course we don’t expect the
millenium by any means . . . but we hope now that we are represented in politics to make a better county for all.“ 11
After the suffrage amendment passed, some of its members
wondered whether there was any reason for NWP to continue to
exist, but a determined faction argued that there was much more
work that needed doing; suffrage was not freedom, but only a first
step. 12 Women like Helen West wanted to eliminate every vestige
of inequality between the sexes. They resolved at Seneca Falls,
New York, in 1923, to work for an equal rights amendment to the
Constitution. Alice Paul stated their goal: “Men and women shall
have equal rights throughout the United States and every place
subject to its jurisdiction.“ 13
The first issue of the NWP’s magazine, Equal Rights, published in February 1923, announced the party’s new goals for
American women: “Women are now free in the narrow political
sense. They can cast their ballots . . . but in the deeper meaning
of the word Liberty, they are still in much the same position as
they were before the Suffrage Bill passed. . . . From legislative
halls to the police force, in the shops and factory, in the schools,
in the home, women are still in substantially the same position
they occupied before the vote was won. . . . From one end of our
land to the other are women who believe with passionate devotion in the ideal of Liberty. They believe in women, in their
morality, their temperance, their love of peace, their devotion to
their homes and their children. These women hold that an enduring civilization can never be built as long as women are in subjection. . . . The purpose of this publication is to bind these
women together, to hearten them by contact with others of life
spirit and to put forward for their use facts both with regard to
11. Certificate of Voter Registration, Duval County, August 19, 1920, Helen
Hunt West Papers, Schlesinger Library. For a photograph, see Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, May 31, 1964. For remarks to a correspondent,
see Jacksonville Metropolis, August 19, 1920, in Helen Hunt West Papers,
Schlesinger Library.
12. “Conversations with Alice Paul,” 257-61.
13. Ibid., 265. The present ERA was slightly reworded in 1943 by the Senate
judiciary committee to read, “Equality of rights under the law shall not
be denied or abridged by the United States or any state on account of
sex.” When sent to the states for ratification in 1971, it was also modified
by a seven-year deadline for ratification.
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the practical progress of the campaign and the present position of
women throughout life.“ 14
Later in 1923, NWP representatives were startled to find themselves alone among women’s organizations supporting ERA at the
Senate’s judiciary committee hearings. Opposition came from the
League of Women Voters and the Women’s Division of the
United States Department of Labor, both of which espoused protective legislation, hence, unequal rights for women. 15 The NWP’s
exclusive dedication to ERA as against the League’s interest in
broad social reforms, such as pacifism and factory and maternity
legislation, also created conflicts between the two major women’s
organizations. As a consequence, NWP found itself relatively
isolated with only a small national organization which averaged
about 8,000 members in the 1920s. 16 There were approximately
fifty members in Florida. From its exhilarating role as the vanguard, of a popular feminist drive for suffrage, NWP, after 1923,
shouldered the unpopular task of changing the attitudes of American women as well as the nation’s lawmakers. 17
To obtain its objective, NWP relied heavily on the dedication
and quality of its members. 18 They were, for the most part, elite
business and professional women whose influence extended far
beyond their membership. They often contacted women with
similar backgrounds in other organizations, with the consequence
that ERA came to be adopted as a goal of Women Lawyers, the
Pilot Club, and the National Federation of Business and Professional Women’s Clubs as well. 19 NWP’s committment to a
single goal, the constitutional amendment for equality, and to a
primary process, the amendment procedure, hence, direct pressure
on legislators, strengthened its impact. 20 “Our little group,” as
14. Equal Rights, February 17, 1923.
15. “Conversations with Alice Paul,” 266-68, 481-82.
16. Official records of the NWP show, for example, 7,682 members in December 1923, with fifty-two members in Florida, and for November 1924,
9,469 members nationally with fifty-six in Florida. See National Woman’s
Party Papers, 1913-1972, Membership Lists, 1923-1924.
17. “Conversations with Alice Paul,” 268, 443-44. The two programs often
overlapped because persistent lobbying for ERA with legislators was designed, in part, for publicity and “consciousness raising” among women.
18. Ibid., 197, 502.
19. Ibid., 473-74.
20. West wrote, “Miss Paul, you know, has always taught we should stick to
one point, equality-but do as we like as individuals.” West to Alma
Lutz, August 1, 1938, in Lutz Collection, Schlesinger Library, folder
no. 80.

Published by STARS, 1978

5

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 57 [1978], No. 1, Art. 5
44

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

Alice Paul once described the membership, was bound as well by
a close-knit, sisterly “enthusiasm to have every degradation put
upon our sex removed,” and by a confidence that they were
thereby facilitating gains for American democracy. 21
Helen Hunt West’s major activities on behalf of women in
Florida and the South exemplified the goals and strategy of the
NWP. 22 In talks before women’s clubs in Florida, she reiterated
the necessity for justice for modern women, hence equality under
the law, for which women would willingly exchange deceptive
social amenities. In a speech before the Florida Federation of
Women’s Clubs in Lake City in 1935 she set forth her views:
“Women who are smug in their contentment in comfortable
homes with husbands, brothers and sons of unreproachable characters who minister to their every need, seldom pause to think
that their own daughters and granddaughters have to look to an
entirely different set of men for justice. Generation after generation passes. The only measure of security comes through the
fundamental law of the land and that is the reason women need
an Equal Rights Amendment to the Constitution of the United
States. By the accident of birth we are women and we are dissatisfied with our inheritance of injustice and inequality. By the
same accident of birth our brothers are men and they have inherited both. All we ask is the right to share that inheritance.“ 23
Ms. West conceded a major obstacle to the local success of
ERA was that “in Florida the women were not really aroused over
24
Much of this indifference stemmed from a misEqual Rights.“
understanding of the intent of equal rights legislation. “The
greatest difficulty in putting over the idea of the Equal Rights
Amendment with women,” she declared, “is the fact that some
women do not understand what it means and what it proposes to
do. . . . It merely means that the law applies the same to one
“Conversations with Alice Paul,” 197. A typical speech by Helen H. West
declared, “The proposed Equal Rights Amendment to the Constitution
is one of those very simple things that has been made to appear complicated. It seeks not to make men and women equal-but only to make
the law equal for men and women and, after all, that is democracy.” See
Helen Hunt West Papers, Schlesinger Library, folder no. 3.
22. Helen Hunt married Bryan M. West, city editor of the Florida TimesUnion, in 1927. See ibid., folder no. 1, and Jacksonville Florida TimesUnion, May 31, 1964.
23. Speech of Helen H. West, Helen Hunt West Papers, Schlesinger Library,
folder no. 3.
24. Speeches of Helen H. West, ibid.
21.
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citizen as it does to another. It makes no attempt to change the
laws of nature-of course two persons are not equal-either men
or women-but the law applies equally to both.” In addition, she
argued, many women lived in sheltered domesticity and failed
therefore to identify with the disadvantages experienced by working and professional women. They did not see the need for
equality because, as housewives, the issue did not seem to touch
them personally. And men would not jump on the ERA bandwagon either because, according to West, they were generally
adverse to giving up their superior status and power. 25
Despite prevailing indifference or hostility to ERA in Florida
and elsewhere, West believed that the NWP could bring about
effective change. She called it “an organization of high-powered
persons” and chided those who believed the group too small to
effect its objective by asserting, “I hope you all believe as I dothat it is not the size of the dog in the fight, but the size of the
fight in the dog that counts.“ 26
Helen West successfully implemented both the educational
and lobbying tactics of the Woman’s party in Florida. During the
1920s when most of her time was taken up in her position as
society editor of the Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, she also
served as editor of the Southern Club Woman. This magazine,
published in Jacksonville, was more concerned with the political
activities and legal status of women than social affairs. 27 Articles
such as “Legal Disabilities of Married Women in Florida,”
“Florida Woman Power is Mobilized,” and “A Gallery View of
the Florida Legislature by a Mere Woman,” along with pointed
editorials, undoubtedly won support for the women’s movement. 28
West’s remarks about the Florida legislature display a genius
which H. L. Mencken might have envied. After observing one
session in Tallahassee she wrote, “Some people may prefer
25. Ibid.
26. Ibid. This perspective not merely made a virtue of necessity, but accorded
with the psychology of the enterprising women members of NWP who
had themselves succeeded through strong personal efforts.
27. The Southern Club Woman ceased publication in 1929, a casuality of the
Depression. An editorial professed the magazine concerned itself with “an
unbiased and true idea of what club women are doing.” The Southern
Club Woman, May 1929, introduction.
28. See Francis P. Fleming, New Southern Club Woman, February 1929, 5;
Farris Davis, “Florida Woman Power is Mobilized,” ibid., February 1929,
3; “A Gallery View of the Florida Legislature by a Mere Woman,” ibid.,
April 1929, 13.
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vaudeville, the zoo or other forms of amusement, but for me I
will take the legislature, and I think they were right when they
tried to pass the anti-monkey law. Everybody believes in selfprotection.“ 29
As a lawyer, West assumed special responsibility to acquaint
Florida women with “the equal rights we women only think we
have.” She diligently researched inequities of state law affecting
women and often wrote and spoke on the subject. 30 Florida’s
laws, she noted bitterly in 1934, too often prohibited women from
the exercise of adult prerogatives. 31 Contemptuous attitudes
toward women were responsible for laws which stated they could
not enter a contract, except in specific instances, sue or be sued,
manage property after being married, or even sign a promissory
note, which was ruled by one judge as equivalent to a blank
piece of paper.“ 32 Whereas a husband could collect damages when
his wife was injured “for the loss of services and society of his
33
wife,” wives had no corresponding redress. In the same spirit
women were denied the right to become a “free dealer” except
under humiliating conditions wherein the court, upon petition,
appointed officials to inquire into their “capacity and competency.” Helen West also cited Florida’s discriminatory laws on
illegitimate children. According to West, these freed males from
virtually all responsibility for paternity, while establishing the
woman’s responsibility despite inadequate provision for child
support. 34
West also took umbrage at “protective labor laws” for women
because she believed they were designed by men not to protect,
but restrict women’s labor. 35 Legislation regulating the hours of
work or working conditions for women were particularly threatening to Helen West; she feared these laws might lead to a curtail29. Ibid.
30. See speeches of Helen H. West, Helen Hunt West Papers, Schlesinger
Library, folder no. 3, and Helen Hunt West, “Florida’s Laws Concerning
Women,” Woman Lawyer’s Journal, XXI (November 1934), 22-26. See also
West to Lu B. Gregg, September 14, 1935, Helen Hunt West Papers,
Schlesinger Library, folder no. 5.
31. West, “Florida’s Laws Concerning Women,“ 24.
32. Ibid. West cites the decision of Dzialynski v. Bank of Jacksonville, 23
Fla., 346.
33. Ibid. The author cites the decision in Pensacola Electric Company v.
Bisset, et. al., 59 Fla., 360.
34. Ibid., 24.
25. Speeches of Helen H. West, Helen Hunt West Papers, Schlesinger Library, folder no. 3.
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ment of employment opportunities for women. 36 West contended
that “protective laws” should be based on the type of work done,
not the sex of the worker. For West, sexism explained the seeming
preferential treatment of women in industry; no one cared
whether housewives were protected because they did not compete
with men. Her analysis of the relationship of housewives to the
labor movement is typically feminist: “They belong to those unprotected women whose hours in the home cover a period of
twenty-four hours a day and include not only the dishwashing,
cooking, sewing, scrubbing, garden work and the thousands of
nerve-trying and back-breaking tasks of the homes, but the training of little minds, the guiding of little feet, the moulding of
character and pointing the way to that ‘far off divine event
toward which the whole creation moves.’ Those women, whose
reward is only in achievement, poetry and song, are seldom the
subject of legislation. But let one of those mothers cross her
threshold on unlimited working hours and set foot into a manmade world to earn a living for herself and her brood-she is
immediately the target for protective legislation--of laws enacted to limit her hours and her wages for her own good, while
those of her male competitor are left subject to his own bargainings. He is then free to underbid her and get the job.“ 37
Helen West’s major contribution to Florida politics came in
the 1930s as sponsor and supporter of the bill which amended the
state’s election laws to guarantee that women be placed in equal
numbers with men on the executive committees of its political
parties. Mary W. Dewson, chairman of the woman’s division of
the Democratic party in the early 1930s, noted that women had
little standing in politics except in states where they held executive positions on a mandatory fifty-fifty basis with men. 38
Women, of course, had the right to be elected to all party committees along with men, but they seldom succeeded in winning
these races. Viewing the women’s vote as critical to the outcome
of the 1936 national and state elections, Dewson was able to convince James Farley, the Democratic party’s national chairman,
36.

Ibid. She stated in an address to a women’s organization: “Had my own
state passed a similar [“protective”] law, I would have lost my job which
happened to be on a morning newspaper.”
37. Ibid.
38. Speeches of Mary W. (Molly) Dewson, April 1933, Dewson Papers,
Schlesinger Library, folder no. 23.
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that the fifty-fifty formula, if adopted widely throughout the
country, would assure a greater turnout of Democratic women
voters. Carolyn H. Wolfe, director of woman’s activities in the
Democratic party, then called upon women to lead the fight for
fifty-fifty representation in their respective states. 39 Helen West accepted responsibility for Florida. She was an apt choice since she
was a member of the Duval County Democratic Women’s Club
and as a reporter for the Jacksonville Florida Times-Union and
the Pensacola Journal she had covered the legislature for five
years. As a colleague in the Jacksonville Bar Association and another old friend noted, her political contacts, including campaigning for David Sholtz when he was running for governor in
40
She won im1932, gave her “real clout” in the legislature.
mediate endorsement of the Duval County women’s organization,
and then obtained promises of support from Governor Sholtz and
the president of the Florida Senate and speaker of the House, by
stressing the increased strength that would accrue to the Democratic party if women were added equally to the party’s leadership. 41
The “50-50” bill” appeared side-tracked in the House when,
just one day before it was to reach the floor, Chairman S. P.
Robineau of Dade County inaugurated a special order calendar,
requiring unanimous support to introduce a bill. 42 Sensing parliamentary subterfuge, West swung into action. In the best lobbying
style of the NWP, she contacted her friends and professional
acquaintances in other women’s groups supporting ERA and
asked them to write letters to members of the Florida House of
Representatives. She also contacted James Farley who immediately pressured Democratic legislative leaders to place the “50-50
bill” on the special calendar. 43 Finally, when the bill still ap39. Speeches of Helen H. West, Helen Hunt West Papers, Schlesinger Library, folder no. 3.
40. William A. Hallowes to author, telephone conversation, December 1,
1977. See also F. P. Beddow to Whom It May Concern, March 29, 1935,
Helen Hunt West Papers, Schlesinger Library, folder no. 5. For information on Helen H. West as lobbyist and campaigner for Governor David
Sholtz, see Olsen, “Helen Hunt West: Jacksonville Feminist,” 7. Professor Olsen interviewed West’s secretary, Birse Shepherd, August 19,
1977, for this information.
41. Speeches of HeIen H. West, Helen Hunt West Papers, Schlesinger Library, folder no. 3.
42. Ibid.
43. West to James A. Farley, ibid., folder no. 10.
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peared to be buried, she went directly to the chairmen of powerful committees seeking their intervention. When one of them
suggested her best technique might be to “vamp” the chairman
of the rules committee, she understandably was irritated. 44 Her
legislative friends finally managed to bring the bill to the floor
of the House when Robineau was temporarily absent from
deliberations. Telegrams between Helen West, Mary Dewson,
and Carolyn Wolfe tell the outcome: “Our bill just passed House.
75 to 8. Love, Helen” 45 “Congratulations, you are a peach. We
appreciate greatly the help you have been. Mary W. Dewson,
Carolyn H. Wolfe” 46
The new election law, signed by Governor Sholtz on May 24,
1935, required equal participation by women at all levels of state
party organization and established equal opportunity for women
to be elected as chairmen or vice-chairmen on state and county
political committees. 47 If the chairman were a man, a woman
automatically became a vice-chairman and vice-versa. West happily summarized the import of the new law: “By virtue of the
bill becoming a law, about 1400 Florida women take their places
in the ranks of the Democratic party in Florida on an equal footing with men. This is the most revolutionary thing in Florida
politics since the passage of the Suffrage amendment and is the
greatest gain for Florida women since that epochal event.“ 48 Mary
Dewson concurred when she wrote her Florida colleague that the
49
“50-50 plan” was “the next necessary step after suffrage.“ But
she warned, “Don’t expect too much, for the men will still try to
get the most easily manipulated of our sex on to the committees.”
While Helen West’s major accomplishments for ERA in
Florida was the state’s new election law in 1935, she had already
become a major figure in the equal rights movement at the
national level. From December 1935 to October 1938, West served
as acting chairman of the Congressional Committee, the NWP’s
executive board, and from 1937 to 1940, as editor of its national
Speeches of Helen H. West, ibid., folder no. 3.
West to Mrs. James H. Wolfe, May 22, 1935, ibid., folder no. 10.
Dewson to West, May 23, 1935, ibid.
General Acts and Resolutions Adopted by the Legislature of Florida,
1935, 470.
48. Speeches of Helen H. West, Helen Hunt West Papers, Schlesinger Library, folder no. 3.
49. Dewson to West, May 28, 1935, ibid., folder no. 10.

44.
45.
46.
47.
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magazine, Equal Rights. 5 0 Although NWP’s membership nationally had plummeted to only about 2,000 in the 1930s, some gains
were made because of the skill and persistence of leaders like Alice
Paul and Helen West. “Would you like to know what we do in
Washington and how we work?” West once rhetorically asked a
group of interested women. 5 1 She then explained the lobbying
tactics of the NWP: “We see to it that members of Congress are
informed about the Amendment [ERA], the need for it and the
result of our interviews. If he [the congressman] is for, we thank
him-give him support back home. If he is against-we find out
why and try to meet his opposition with argument that will
change his mind. Democrats interview Democrats and Republicans interview Republicans. In other words-we have to use a
little diplomacy. We also try to have the lobbyist have something in common with the person she interviews. If a man is a
strong supporter of labor, working women see him [etc.].“ 52
Helen West was herself the NWP’s most useful lobbyist with
the judiciary committees of the United States Senate and House
between 1935 and 1939. 53 She exerted leverage on legislators
through her friends in the Democratic party, a result of her work
in the “50-50” campaign in Florida. Indeed, Alice Paul once suggested, “since you have more access to those in authority in the
Democratic Party than most of us, you could have a real discussion of the equality program with Mrs. Roosevelt.“ 54 She was
also the NWP’s chief educator during the late 1930s. In addition
to editing Equal Rights, she disseminated publicity to newspapers
and radio stations and provided “ammunition” for interested
women’s groups with talks and brochures. 55
There were two principal gains for ERA nationally while
Helen West occupied a major leadership role in the NWP: the
50. Biography of Helen Hunt West, ibid., folder no. 1; “Progress Report to
NWP,” ibid., folder no. 10; Scrapbooks of Helen Hunt West, Vol. 2; ibid.
51. In October 1937 there were 2,612 members in NWP, but in October 1938,
only 1,933. See National Woman’s Party Headquarters, Washington, D. C.
52. Helen Hunt West Papers, Schlesinger Library, folder no. 3.
53. West to Alma Lutz, May 16, 1939, Alma Lutz Papers, Schlesinger Library, MC 182, Vol. 1.
54. Paul to West, May 9, 1936, Helen Hunt West Papers, Schlesinger Library, folder no. 11.
55. West distributed 4,500 pages of publicity to news media before the
national convention of the NWP in 1939. West to Lutz, Alma Lutz
Papers, Schlesinger Library, MC 182, Vol. 1. For her speeches and
brochures, see West to Lutz, ibid., A-34, folder no. 13.
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reporting out by the Senate judiciary committee to the Senate a
bill to implement ERA and the endorsement of the ERA amendment by both Democratic and Republican party national conventions. West held that the decision by the Senate judiciary committee in 1938 responded to a massive letter writing campaign
engineered from NWP headquarters. 56 She believed the decision
by the Senate committee gave “great impetus to the [ERA] campaign” especially through publicity. Alice Paul regarded the
adoption of ERA by the 1940 Republican and 1944 Democratic
national conventions as the “great turning point” for ERA. 57
She later declared that ERA partisans felt success was at hand
once a resolution supporting the amendment was included in the
5 8
two major party platforms. Helen West addressed the resolutions and platform committee of the 1940 Republican convention
before its decision to support ERA. She asked the committee “to
give us justice” and declared, “we will take our chances on
chivalry.“ 59When speaking before the resolutions committee of
the Democratic party the same year, she asserted her request was
“so obviously just that I wonder that we should have to speak
about it at all.“ 60 She continued, “Don’t let uninformed persons
tell us there is dynamite in granting women and men equal
rights. If that be true . . . then there is dynamite in the Constitution-There is dynamite in democracy.” Although the Democratic
party did not adopt ERA in 1940, allegedly, according to West,
because of Eleanor Roosevelt’s opposition, it did so in 1944. 61 By
that time Helen West had become estranged from the Democratic
party. In 1936 she charged that President Roosevelt had let
62
women down: “Patted on the back and slapped in the face.“ In
1940 she became a Republican and was named chairperson of the
56.

57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
62.

“Progress Report,” July 16, 1938, Helen Hunt West Papers, Schlesinger
Library, folder no. 10. The House did not receive a favorable report on
ERA until 1943, when the House judiciary committee gave the ERA bill
its approval. The Senate judiciary committee’s decision to report out the
measure in 1938 was based on a 9 to 9 deadlock. See “Conversations with
Alice Paul,” 270-71, 506-09.
“Conversations with Alice Paul,” 515.
Ibid., 517.
Speeches of Helen H. West, Helen Hunt West Papers, Schlesinger Library, folder no. 3.
“An Address to the Resolutions Committee of the Democratic Party,
July 12, 1940, ibid.
West to Lutz, August 8, 1940, Alma Lutz Papers, Schlesinger Library,
A-34.
New York Times, June 27, 1936.
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woman’s division of the Anti-Third Term Democrats. Roosevelt’s
bid for a third term, she declared, was “one step too many on the
road to dictatorship.“ 63
Although the period from 1934 to 1940 produced genuine
breakthroughs for ERA, West hoped for more rapid results. She
lamented, “It has been difficult to reach the White House with
our side of the case.“ 64 West also called for new strategies for
NWP, especially to reach women college students. Soon after
Equal Rights suspended publication in 1940, West returned to
Jacksonville to take up the practice of law. She continued, however, to serve the causes of the NWP, including holding the high
office of second vice chairman from 1949 to 1956. 65 This dedication may have also prompted her decision to run for Congress in
1942, the only woman from Duval County to seek election to
Congress. 66 Although West lost the primary, she was pleased by
“the tremendous number of men doing all they can to help
me.“ 67 Her importance to NWP is evidenced as late as 1952 when
Alice Paul requested that she consider accepting the post of
United States representative on the Status of Women Commission at the United Nations, and steps were taken to secure the
68
position for her. Her contribution to the National Woman’s
party had truly been, as Alice Paul described, a “value beyond
words.“ 69
Undoubtedly, Helen West’s later years were cheered by emancipatory social changes for women. In 1958, she predicted, “I
think we will see a woman in the Supreme Court before too much
time elapses.“ 70 In 1964, “Jacksonville’s lady lawyer, journalist,
and nationally-known suffragette” died. It seemed fitting that a
major civil rights act forbidding discrimination on the basis of
63. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, September 26, 1940. See also Helen
Hunt West Papers, Schlesinger Library, folder 16, for a surviving badge
of the “Anti-Third Term Democratic Convention” which declares “Hands
Off the Court.”
64. “Progress Report” (1938), July 16, 1938, Helen Hunt West Papers,
Schlesinger Library, folder no. 10.
65. National Woman’s Party Papers, 1913-1972, Officers Lists.
66. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, October 16, 1941.
67. West to Lutz, June 26, 1942, Alma Lutz Papers, Schlesinger Library,
MC 182, Vol. 1.
68. Senator George Smathers to Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, December 18, 1952 (copy), Helen Hunt West Papers, Schlesinger Library,
folder no. 9.
69. Paul to West, August 8, 1946, ibid.
70. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, November 22, 1958.
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53

71

sex was enacted that same year.
At that time the National
Woman’s party was the only major women’s organization working exclusively for ERA. Helen West had left an enduring legacy
for her state and country. It remains to be seen if her prophecy
announced in the 1930s will also take form. She then declared,
“Before long the Equal Rights Amendment will be part of the
Constitution . . . and those who fail to support it will be just as
anxious to forget their failure as were the men and women who
a generation ago lagged in supporting the Suffrage Amendment.“ 72
71. Ibid., May 31, 1964.
72. Speeches of Helen H. West, Helen Hunt West Papers, Schlesinger Library, folder no. 3.
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